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RECOMMENDATIONS

The UK and Welsh Government should ensure:

Consistent with Article 12 of the UNCRC, children and young people should be
recognised as rights-holders and active participants in shaping the digital
environments they use.

Children and young people should be meaningfully involved in the implementation,
monitoring and evaluation of the social media ban and in the development of
future online safety policy. Particular efforts should be made to engage children
who experience online harms, digital exclusion or barriers to participation,
ensuring that diverse experiences and perspectives inform decision-making.

UK Government
The UK Government should:

o ensure implementation of the social media ban is accompanied by robust
and independent monitoring and evaluation;

o publish evidence regarding the effectiveness, proportionality and unintended
consequences of the ban;

« continue strengthening the Online Safety Act framework, including stronger
regulation of recommender systems, algorithmic amplification and addictive
platform design;

« require technology companies to demonstrate that products and services
are safe for children by design, rather than relying primarily/exclusively on
access restrictions;

« ensure thatimplementation is consistent with the United Kingdom's
obligations under the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child;

o prioritise privacy-preserving approaches to age assurance and minimise the

collection, retention and processing of personal and biometric data;




« strengthen protections against grooming, child sexual exploitation, self-
harm, suicide and eating disorder content, and other foreseeable harms
affecting children;

« address emerging risks associated with artificial intelligence systems,
chatbot technologies and Al-generated harmful content;

« initiate a wider review of age-based legal thresholds affecting children and
young people to assess consistency across different areas of law and policy;

» facilitate a national conversation about childhood, maturity, autonomy and
responsibility, informed by children's rights principles and developmental
evidence; and

« review and raise the age of criminal responsibility in England and Wales in
line with international children's rights standards and contemporary
evidence regarding child development.

Ofcom

As the regulator responsible for implementing and enforcing the Online Safety Act,
Ofcom should:

« continue robust enforcement of child safety duties under the Online Safety
Act;

« monitor the interaction between the social media ban and existing online
safety measures;

« assess the effectiveness, proportionality and rights implications of age-
assurance technologies;

« publish transparent information regarding compliance, enforcement action
and emerging risks;

« monitor whether implementation disproportionately impacts particular
groups of children and young people, including disabled children, care-
experienced children, LGBTQ+ young people, Welsh-speaking children and
children living in rural communities;

« ensure that children's rights considerations are reflected in regulatory
guidance, codes of practice and enforcement decisions; and

» facilitate greater transparency and independent research access to platform

data to support evidence-based policymaking.




Welsh Government

While online regulation remains largely reserved to Westminster, the Welsh
Government should:

» assess the impact of implementation of the ban on children and young
people in Wales through a children's rights framework consistent with the
Rights of Children and Young Persons (Wales) Measure 2011;

« undertake a Children’s Rights Impact Assessment examining the
implications of implementation of the ban for children in Wales across
devolved policy areas;

« ensure that children's rights, equality and wellbeing considerations inform
Welsh responses to the social media ban;

« strengthen digital literacy, online safety education and critical digital skills
through the Curriculum for Wales;

« support schools, youth services and safeguarding services to respond
effectively to online harms and changing patterns of digital engagement;

« ensure meaningful participation of children and young people in discussions
about online safety policy and implementation in Wales;

« continue to advocate for children's rights-based approaches to online safety
within discussions with the UK Government and regulators;

« leadthe debate concerning childhood, maturity, responsibility and children's
evolving capacities from a children's rights perspective; and work towards
devolving justice so that the age of criminal responsibility can be raised in
alignment with children’s rights standards; and

o support research into the impact of the social media ban and wider online
safety measures on children and young people in Wales.

Technology Companies

Technology companies should:

« adopt and demonstrate safe-by-design and children’s rights impact
assessment approaches to platform development;
« proactively identify, assess and mitigate risks to children before products,

features and services are deployed;




« strengthen with urgency protections against grooming, exploitation, bullying,
harassment and harmful content;

« improve transparency regarding recommender systems, content moderation
and safety processes;

o remove orredesign platform features that encourage excessive engagement
or exploit children's developmental vulnerabilities;

« minimise the collection and processing of children's personal data;

« ensure that age-assurance systems are proportionate, effective and privacy-
preserving;

« provide accessible reporting, complaint and redress mechanisms for
children and families; and

« demonstrate compliance with children's rights and safety obligations
through, independent scrutiny and accountability mechanisms.

Schools/other Education settings/Youth Work Services, Local
Authorities and Safeguarding Services

Schools/other Education settings/Youth Work Services, Local authorities and
safeguarding partners should:

« continue supporting children and young people to develop digital literacy,
critical thinking and online resilience;

« provide safe opportunities for children to discuss online experiences, risks
and benefits;

» strengthen safeguarding responses to online harms and emerging digital
risks;

» support parents and carers to understand changes resulting from
implementation of the social media ban;

« identify and respond to any unintended consequences, including
displacement to less regulated online spaces;

« monitor the impact of implementation on children's wellbeing, participation,
inclusion and access to support; and

« investin offline spaces to support, children’s well-being, participation,

inclusion and access to support.




Ultimately, children should not be expected to safety-proof the internet
themselves. Long-term online safety will depend not only on restricting access to
harmful environments, but on ensuring that digital services are designed, governed
and regulated in ways that respect, protect and fulfil children's rights.




01 INTRODUCTION

Across the debate about whether children under 16 should be prevented from
holding social media accounts, one-point commands broad agreement: everyone
involved wants children to be safer online. In Wales, as elsewhere, families,
schools, policymakers and children’s organisations are grappling with how best to
protect young people in an increasingly digital world. The objective is shared. The
question is how that objective is achieved in a way that genuinely advances
children’s rights, wellbeing and safety.

Following the Prime Minister's announcement that the UK Government intends to
introduce restrictions preventing children under 16 from holding social media
accounts, attention must now turn to implementation. While the policy objective of
reducing online harm is understandable and widely shared, significant questions
remain regarding effectiveness, enforcement, proportionality and compatibility
with children's rights. In Wales, these questions should be considered through the
lens of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) and Wales'
distinctive legislative and policy commitments to children's rights (UNCRC).

Digital technology, including social media, form an integral part of many children’s
everyday lives. It supports learning, creativity, communication and access to
information. Many children rely on online spaces for education, friendships,
identity, support networks and participation in society (UNICEF 2025, EuroChild
2025, 5 Rights Foundation). For some children, including disabled children,
LGBTQ+ young people, Welsh-speaking communities, care-

experienced children and those living in rural isolation, online spaces

can provide vital opportunities for connection, belonging and support that may not
always be available offline. This was made particularly apparent during the
pandemic (Livingstone, S. 2021 LSE Blogs).

At the same time, there are serious and well-documented harms online, including:

e exposure to harmful or age-inappropriate content;

e bullying and harassment;



https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/convention-rights-child
https://www.unicef.org/innocenti/reports/childhood-digital-world?
https://eurochild.org/resource/childrens-rights-in-the-digital-environment/?
https://eurochild.org/resource/childrens-rights-in-the-digital-environment/?
https://5rightsfoundation.com/
https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/parenting4digitalfuture/2021/07/07/children-during-covid/

e misogyny, racism and hate speech;

e grooming and sexual exploitation;

e misinformation and extremist content;

e addictive or manipulative platform design;

e commercial profiling and surveillance;

e impacts on mental health, body image and wellbeing (UNICEF 2017).

These harms are real and demand serious policy attention.

However, children’s online safety cannot be understood solely through the lens of
restricting access. The nature of the online environment itself, including the
design, governance and commercial incentives of digital platforms must also be
addressed. For too long, responsibility for online safety has rested
disproportionately on children and parents, while major technology companies
designed platforms around engagement, behavioural profiling, data extraction and
profit with insufficient regard for children’s developmental needs and rights (5
Rights Foundation, Hartung 2020). Regulation has not kept pace with the speed or
scale of technological change. Children have effectively been expected to adapt to
unsafe digital environments rather than companies being required to design

services appropriately for children in the first place (5Rights Foundation). While

important progress is being made through UK online safety legislation,
there remains a significant gap between the protections children need and the
protections currently available.

The regulation of the internet, telecommunications, broadcasting, and most
aspects of online services are generally reserved to the UK Parliament at
Westminster, not devolved to the Welsh Parliament (the Senedd). This means that
major laws such as the Online Safety Act 2023 apply across the UK, including
Wales.

However, as a nation with a distinctive legal commitment to children’s rights, as
established through the Rights of Children and Young Persons (Wales) Measure
2011 (Rights Measure 2011), the Welsh Government should advocate that any

approach to online safety is grounded in the United Nations Convention on the
Rights of the Child (UNCRC).



https://www.unicef.org/media/48581/file/SOWC_2017_ENG.pdf
https://5rightsfoundation.com/our-work/?
https://5rightsfoundation.com/our-work/?
/Volumes/Rhian/Strategic%20Litigation%20Lead/Hartung%202020
https://5rightsfoundation.com/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/mwa/2011/2/contents
https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/convention-rights-child

02 Wales’ distinctive children’s rights
framework

Wales has a unique legislative and policy foundation for children’s rights. Wales
was the first nation in the UK to embed the UNCRC in domestic law in this way. The
Rights of Children and Young Persons (Wales) Measure 2011 (Rights Measure
2011), places Welsh Ministers under a duty to give due regard to part 1 of the

UNCRC and specified optional protocols in the exercise of any of their functions,
including when developing legislation and policy. Under commitments in the
Welsh Government’s Children’s Rights Scheme, the introduction of legislation and
policy should be subject to a children’s rights impact assessment (Children’s
Rights Scheme 2021). Furthermore, Plaid Cymru, in their Manifesto has
communicated that they will be going one step further and directly incorporating
international human rights treaties, including the UNCRC (Plaid Cymru 2026). This
will further entrench Wales’ commitments to international human rights.

Even though online regulation is currently not a devolved area of competence,
given the ban will directly affect children in Wales, it would be consistent with
Welsh Government commitments under the Rights Measure 2011, to undertake a
Children’s Rights Impact Assessment (CRIA) examining the implications of
implementation within devolved policy areas. Giving consideration to UNCRC
provisions, including:

e non-discrimination (Article 2).

e the bestinterests of the child (Article 3);

e evolving capacities of the child (Article 5);

e therightto be heard and participate in decisions affecting them (Article 12);
o freedom of expression and association (Articles 13 and 15);

e therightto privacy (Article 16);

e accesstoinformation (Article 17);

e therightto protection from harm (Article 19); and



https://www.legislation.gov.uk/mwa/2011/2/contents
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/mwa/2011/2/contents
https://www.gov.wales/childrens-rights-scheme-2021?
https://www.gov.wales/childrens-rights-scheme-2021?
https://www.partyof.wales/deddf_hawliau_dynol_i_gymru

e therightto education, development and play (Articles 28, 29 and 31).

UNCRC General Comment No. 25 on children’s rights in the digital environment is
particularly relevant. It makes clear that children’s rights apply online as they do
offline and that states should ensure digital technologies are designed and
regulated in ways that protect children while enabling participation, inclusion and
development (UN Committee on the Rights of the Child — General Comment No.

25). General Comment No. 25 also emphasises that children should not be
excluded from the digital environment but should instead be enabled to access it
safely and meaningfully.

Children are rights-holders, not merely passive recipients of protection.
Responses to online harms must therefore balance protection with participation,
autonomy, inclusion, privacy and development. This rights-based framework is
particularly important in digital policymaking, where debates can sometimes
become framed solely around risk, restriction and control without sufficient

consideration of children’s agency, voice and participation rights.



https://www.ohchr.org/en/documents/general-comments-and-recommendations/general-comment-no-25-2021-childrens-rights-relation
https://www.ohchr.org/en/documents/general-comments-and-recommendations/general-comment-no-25-2021-childrens-rights-relation

03 Social media risks are real — but

Implementation must be evidence-based,
proportionate and rights-compliant

The UK Government's announcement of a social media ban for under-16s reflects
widespread concern regarding children's exposure to online harms. The objective
of reducing children's exposure to harmful content, harmful interactions and
addictive platform features is legitimate and consistent with states' obligations
under Article 19 of the UNCRC to protect children from harm. However, the
introduction of a ban should not be viewed as an endpoint. The effectiveness of the
measure, its impact on children's rights and any unintended consequences will
require careful monitoring and evaluation. It is important that policymakers
carefully consider enforceability, as well as the unintended consequences of such
an approach, for children and for all internet users.

Early assessments of the impact of the Australian ban suggest limited
effectiveness/enforcement (Nansen et al 2026) but point to a reduction in usage. A

survey of 898 parents and carers of 8-15 year olds conducted by Australia’s
eSafety Commissioner (March 2026) found a reduction in account ownership,
although a majority of under 16s retained access to social media accounts after
the ban. A poll of 1,050 Australians aged 12-15 year olds, conducted by the Molly
Rose Foundation found that 61% were still active on social media. On the other
hand, three-fifths of children who continued to use YouTube (64%), Snapchat
(61%), Instagram (60%) and TikTok (60%) said that ‘no action’ had been taken by
the platform to remove or deactivate an account they had before restrictions were
introduced. This suggests that while there has been an effect on the number of

young people on social media (~40% reduction), tech companies’ enforcement of
a ban may be limited.

Furthermore, restricting access to social media accounts does not remove
children from the online environment altogether, nor does it necessarily prevent

exposure to harmful content. Access reduction does not necessarily equal harm



https://arxiv.org/pdf/2605.00368
https://www.esafety.gov.au/sites/default/files/2026-03/SocialMediaMinimumAgeComplianceUpdateMarch2026.pdf?v=177490503280
https://www.esafety.gov.au/sites/default/files/2026-03/SocialMediaMinimumAgeComplianceUpdateMarch2026.pdf?v=177490503280
https://mollyrosefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/04/MRF_Australia-Social-Media-Ban-Research_Briefing-April-26.pdf
https://mollyrosefoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/04/MRF_Australia-Social-Media-Ban-Research_Briefing-April-26.pdf

reduction, the evidence, at the time of writing, is not there. While current evidence
is inconclusive (see Childnet 2025), children may instead:

move to less regulated or fringe online spaces;
e use anonymous or unverified accounts;
e circumvent age-verification systems through VPN use or
credential/device sharing;
e access content in ways that are harder for parents, carers and safeguarding
professionals to monitor.

Arguably however, it is too early to assess the effectiveness of the Australian

ban. By the same token, it is too early to conclude whether OSA’s child protection
duties, which already deal with illegal and harmful content, are making a
difference. Under the OSA, companies already have duties to identify risk to
children of being exposed to illegal and harmful content (s11), detect and remove
illegal material including child sexual abuse and grooming as soon as reasonably
possible (s10, effective since 17 March 2025), as well as use age estimation tools
to prevent children from encountering otherwise legal but harmful content such as
pornography, bullying or content promoting self-harm and eating

disorders (s12, effective from 25 July 2025). At the time of writing, the OSA regime
is therefore too new to fully evaluate its effectiveness, although early attempts
point towards progress in the adoption of age assurance (Ofcom 2025),

while illegal content persists and age safeguards are circumvented, albeit by a
minority (Ofcom 2026). It is unclear how a statutory ban will speed up this

implementation process.

A children’s rights approach requires recognition that harms do not arise solely
because children are online, or because harmful content persists, but because
many digital platforms are designed around business models that prioritise
engagement, attention extraction and commercial gain over children’s safety and
wellbeing. It is noteworthy that this regulatory gap has hitherto not been covered by
the OSA. In other words, there has been limited attempt to regulate tech
companies’ deployment of addictive designs at children, which amounts to

punishing children for industry and regulatory failures.



https://www.childnet.com/blog/new-research-from-childnet-shows-that-the-surge-in-vpn-use-following-the-introduction-of-age-verification-in-the-summer-is-not-attributable-to-children/
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/siteassets/resources/documents/online-safety/research-statistics-and-data/os-standards/online-safety-in-2025-summary-of-the-technology-sectors-response-to-our-rules.pdf?v=408836
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/siteassets/resources/documents/online-safety/research-statistics-and-data/protecting-children/childrens-online-experiences-research-report.pdf?v=418198

Like us, the European child rights organisation, Eurochild similarly warns against
responses that focus narrowly on restricting children’s access while failing to

address the systemic and commercial drivers of harm online (Eurochild Position
on Age Restrictions on Social Media). There is a risk that broad restrictions place

responsibility on children themselves rather than addressing the underlying issue:
the failure of online platforms to provide products and systems that are safe by
design.

Children should not lose access to positive forms of connection,

expression, learning and participation because technology companies have failed
to minimise foreseeable harms. Children should benefit from digital participation
as well as requiring protection from harm, and policy responses should avoid
framing children solely as passive victims of technology. Rather than simply
limiting access, policy should seek to maximise opportunities while reducing
risks.

The debate should not have been reduced to a simplistic binary choice between
unrestricted access and prohibition (See also UNICEF 2024, 5 Rights
Foundation). Consequently, a key challenge for the Welsh Government will be to

ensure that implementation is accompanied by measures that address the
underlying drivers of online harm, safeguard children's rights and participation,

and mitigate any unintended consequences arising from restrictions on access.



https://eurochild.org/resource/eurochilds-position-on-age-restrictions-on-social-media/?
https://eurochild.org/resource/eurochilds-position-on-age-restrictions-on-social-media/?
https://www.unicef.org/innovation/stories/protecting-childrens-rights-in-digital-environments
https://5rightsfoundation.com/about-us/our-story/?
https://5rightsfoundation.com/about-us/our-story/?

04 Participation of children must be central

Article 12 of the UNCRC requires children to be heard in decisions affecting them.
Young people themselves must therefore be included in conversations about the
digital environments they inhabit every day. Research has consistently
emphasised that children and young people are experts in their own digital lives
and that effective policy responses require listening to children’s lived experiences
online (EU Kids Online Research).

Any policy response on implementing the social media ban should:

e involve children and young people in co-design;

e include diverse lived experiences;

e engage children most affected by online harms and digital exclusion;
e undertake robust Children’s Rights Impact Assessments;

Policy made about children, but without children, risks being ineffective,
disproportionate and rights-incompatible.

Evidence from a Platfform and NSPCC Cymru Digital Report (2026) shows that
children in Wales, value online spaces for social connection and participation,
and generally favour improvements to safety, design and regulation rather than
exclusion from platforms. The findings also highlight that young people see
themselves as active participants in managing risk, reinforcing the importance of
policy approaches that strengthen digital environments rather than relying solely
on restrictive access-based measure (Platform and NSPCC Cymru 2026).

This children’s perspective was further amplified by a consultation undertaken by
the Children’s Commissioner for Wales in March 2026. The Commissioner
reported that ‘children describe the internet as a vital space for connection,
creativity and support. For some, particularly those who feel isolated offline, online
spaces provide a sense of belonging and access to communities they cannot find
elsewhere’ (Children’s Commissioner for Wales 2026). The children’s right to be

heard, in how digital spaces, are designed, regulated and governed was further



http://globalkidsonline.net/eu-kids-online/
https://platfform4yp.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/03/39660-Platfform-NSPCC-Digital-Report-2026-English.pdf
https://www.childcomwales.org.uk/our-work/policy-positions/growing-up-in-the-online-world/

reinforced by the Office of the High Commissioner on Human Rights (OHCHR
2026).

The Welsh Government should establish a dedicated programme of engagement
with children and young people across Wales to understand how the ban affects
their online experiences, wellbeing, participation and access to support.



https://www.ohchr.org/en/documents/tools-and-resources/getting-childrens-safety-online-right
https://www.ohchr.org/en/documents/tools-and-resources/getting-childrens-safety-online-right

05 Equality considerations

UNCRC General Comment No. 25 also warns against digital exclusion and
recognises that access to digital environments is increasingly connected to
children’s rights to education, participation and non-discrimination (UN
Committee on the Rights of the Child — General Comment No. 25)

Exclusion from social media can have a negative impact on marginalised or
disadvantaged children. Wales based policy must recognise the risk that the ban
will widen inequalities of access to support and heighten children’s vulnerability.

Any further restrictions may disproportionately affect:

e disabled children;

e neurodivergent children;

e care-experienced children;

e Welsh-speaking children seeking linguistic communities online;
e LGBTQ+young people;

e children in rural communities;

e children experiencing poverty or social isolation.

For many of these children, online spaces provide:

e peersupport;

e educational opportunities;

e political participation;

e identity exploration;

e cultural and linguistic connection;
e accessto services and information.

A children’s rights approach must therefore avoid creating further exclusion while
addressing genuine harms. Particular attention should be paid to whether
implementation of the ban disproportionately affects children who already



https://www.ohchr.org/en/documents/general-comments-and-recommendations/general-comment-no-25-2021-childrens-rights-relation
https://www.ohchr.org/en/documents/general-comments-and-recommendations/general-comment-no-25-2021-childrens-rights-relation

experience barriers to participation. Ongoing equality impact monitoring should

accompany implementation.




06 Consistency in how we understand
childhood and maturity

Current debates about restricting social media access for children under 16 also
expose wider inconsistencies in how law and policy understand

childhood, maturity and responsibility. Arguments in favour of stronger protections
online are frequently grounded in well-established evidence about child
development, including children’s evolving impulse control, emotional regulation,
susceptibility to peer influence and ability to assess risk. These are important and
legitimate considerations. However, if policymakers accept that children require
enhanced protection online because of developmental vulnerability, this raises
broader questions about how childhood is understood across other areas of law
and policy.

In England and Wales, children can still be held criminally responsible from the age
of 10, one of the lowest ages of criminal responsibility in Europe (Children’s Legal
Centre Wales N.D). A child may therefore be considered too developmentally
immature to ‘consent’ to Data Processing under the GDPR at 12, safely navigate
social media at 15 (Croke R, 2026) vote at 15 (in Wales) (Croke R, 2025) while
simultaneously being treated as criminally responsible at 10. A coherent children’s

rights approach cannot recognise children’s developmental vulnerability when
justifying restriction and protection online, while disregarding that same
vulnerability in other areas where children face punishment, criminalisation or
exclusion.

This inconsistency matters because it reveals a broader tension in how society
understands children:

e attimesviewing them as vulnerable and in need of protection;
e atothertimes expecting adult levels of responsibility and accountability.

A children’s rights framework requires greater coherence and consistency in how

the state understands childhood, autonomy, vulnerability and responsibility.



https://childrenslegalcentre.wales/age-of-criminal-responsibility/
https://childrenslegalcentre.wales/age-of-criminal-responsibility/
https://childrenslegalcentre.wales/too-young-for-social-media-but-criminally-responsible-at-10-time-to-rethink-child-justice-in-england-and-wales/
https://childrenslegalcentre.wales/too-young-to-vote-at-15-but-criminally-responsible-at-10-time-to-rethink-child-justice-in-england-and-wales/

Dr Rhian Croke has argued that if developmental evidence is considered
sufficiently persuasive to justify restricting children’s access to social media, it
should also inform wider legal and policy debates about

childhood, responsibility and criminalisation (Croke, R 2026).

Policies affecting children should be grounded consistently in:

e developmental evidence;

e children’srights principles;

e proportionality;

e prevention and welfare;

e participation and inclusion;

e support rather than criminalisation or exclusion.

Children’s developmental vulnerability should not only be recognised when
justifying restrictions. It must also shape how institutions respond to

harm, risk and behaviour more broadly. Accordingly, a coherent children’s rights
approach supports raising the age of criminal responsibility in England and Wales.
We are pleased to see that in Plaid Cymru’s manifesto they are committed to

raising the age. We hope that they will deliver on this commitment, through leading
the debate, and advocate for the necessary devolved framework to raise the age
(Plaid Cymru 2026).



https://childrenslegalcentre.wales/too-young-for-social-media-but-criminally-responsible-at-10-time-to-rethink-child-justice-in-england-and-wales/
https://www.partyof.wales/cyfiawnder_a_phlismona

O/ The age-assurance technologies being

deployed carry significant privacy and security
risks for children, young people and all internet
users.

As implementation of the proposed ban is likely to depend upon age-assurance
technologies, privacy and data protection considerations should become central
rather than peripheral concerns. Many advocates like us, argue that the burden of
compliance should fall on companies themselves rather than requiring children,
as well as all adults, to surrender increasing and excessive amounts of personal or
biometric data simply to participate online. It has been argued that the social
media ban age verification process, will result in technology sector’s biggest
players, being offered ‘access to information that will only make them richer and
more powerful’ (Guardian 2026).

The OHCHR, recommends that the ‘maximum protection of children’s data should
be required as a default setting’. They also make clear that the ‘micro-targeting of
children for commercial purposes - the profiling and targeting of children of any
age based on digital record of their actual or inferred characteristics — should not
be permitted’ (OHCHR 2026).

Current age-assurance tools fall broadly under the categories of either ID checks
or Facial Recognition / age estimation, requiring the processing of highly
sensitive data (see Stockwell and Powell 2025).

Certain types of content (e.g., pornography, the ‘awful but lawful’ etc) may justify
stricter checks. However, if/as age-assurance becomes more widespread as a
result of the social media ban, it will amplify a number of other safety concerns:

e [twill lead to disproportionate personal or biometric information collection

by tech companies (“data grabs”);



https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2026/jun/19/uk-social-media-ban-under-16s-big-tech-age-verification
https://www.ohchr.org/en/documents/tools-and-resources/getting-childrens-safety-online-right
https://cetas.turing.ac.uk/sites/default/files/2025-10/cetas_briefing_paper_-_age_assurance.pdf

e Vast surveillance tools may lead to scope creep —what else will these data
be used for?

e A concentrated amass of data by (predominantly American) foreign
companies raises wider national security and sovereignty implications;

e Itwillcompromise the privacy of all users — and privacy is central to personal
freedom/development, identity-formation and self-reflection;

e [twill exclude vulnerable people who need anonymity in order to freely
express themselves online (e.g., undocumented individuals, LGBTQ+ youth
etc), increasing their risk of harm;

e Itwill push users towards less regulated or fringe online spaces;

e [twill create new targets for fraud, data breaches and encourage black
markets for fake credentials.

Privacy-preserving (cryptographic) technologies are promising but not widely
adopted/understood.

Device-level or browser-level controls, where the app/site declares content age
rating and the device enforces access rules, are another alternative to a platform
enforced ban. The emphasis here is on parent/carer control at the device level.

A children’s rights approach requires safeguards that are both protective and
proportionate. Measures designed to improve online safety should not
inadvertently create new risks to privacy, civil liberties or digital inclusion.

This is particularly important for children who may rely on anonymity or privacy
online for safety, identity exploration, peer support or access to sensitive
information and services. The OHCHR makes clear that there needs to be strict
guard rails around age verification systems, and they need to be assessed for
compliance with human rights, to ensure they are non-discriminatory (OHCHR
2026).

To find the best solution to the safety and privacy concerns noted above, we are
advocating for:

e stronger and faster implementation of the Online Safety Act;

e robust enforcement against companies that fail to protect children;
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e child-rights-based regulation of platform design;
e privacy-preserving approaches to age assurance;
e independent scrutiny and transparency;

e meaningful involvement of children and young people in shaping future
digital regulation.

The focus should be on creating digital environments that are safe by design and
rights-respecting by default, rather than placing responsibility primarily on children
to navigate unsafe systems. Welsh Ministers should actively engage with the UK
Government, Ofcom and the Information Commissioner's Office to advocate for
privacy-preserving approaches to age assurance that minimise the collection,
retention and sharing of personal data.




08 Safe-by-Design must be the starting point

A meaningful response to online safety requires more than prohibition alone. A
social media ban does not remove the need to address the underlying drivers of
harm. Children will continue to use digital technologies, access online content and
interact through a wide range of platforms. Furthermore, the selective nature of the
proposed ban is difficult to justify, as it targets certain platforms and apps while
leaving others unaffected. Consequently, the safety of digital environments
themselves remains a critical policy concern regardless of age-based restrictions.

Children need:

« safe digital environments;

« trusted adults;

» strong safeguarding systems;

« Yyouth services and community support;

« rights-based digital literacy education;

» accessible mental health support;

« spaces to discuss online experiences openly and safely.

At the same time, governments and regulators must require significantly stronger
safeguards from platforms themselves, including:

robust age-appropriate design;

» effective moderation and reporting systems;

« algorithmic transparency;

« strongerregulation of recommender systems;

« limits on manipulative and addictive design practices;

e privacy-preserving protections;

« restrictions on profiling and targeted advertising to children;
« accountability for harmful design choices;

« independent scrutiny and enforcement.

Children should not be expected to “safety-proof” the internet themselves, instead

platforms should take greater responsibility for preventing foreseeable harms to




children. This was further reinforced by the UN Office of the High Commissioner on
Human Rights, who made it clear that platforms should be required to make digital
environments safer by design, rather than placing the burden on children and
parents The OHCHR also made clear that children’s rights impact assessments
should be required as part of broader human rights due diligence by companies
(OHCHR 2026).

Research also suggests that while safety tools are widely used, satisfaction with
them is often low, and children and families with lower digital literacy may face
greater barriers to effectively using platform safety systems (Bright et al 2024).

Children deserve digital spaces designed with their welfare, safety and rights at
their core.



https://www.ohchr.org/en/documents/tools-and-resources/getting-childrens-safety-online-right
https://www.turing.ac.uk/news/publications/understanding-engagement-platform-safety-technology-reducing-exposure-online?

09 Strengthening the online safety framework

The introduction of a social media ban should not be seen as standalone solution.
Regardless of the effectiveness of the ban itself, children's rights and safety will
continue to depend upon the design, governance and accountability of digital
platforms. An alternative, and potentially more effective approach would be to
strengthen and accelerate the implementation of the Online Safety Act framework
so that platforms are subject to clearer, stronger and more enforceable child
safety duties. The Online Safety Act already places duties on technology
companies to assess and mitigate risks to children, remove illegal content and
implement proportionate safety system ( UK Government — Online Safety Act).
However, like us, many children’s rights and online safety organisations argue that
the current framework does not yet go far enough and that implementation has

been too slow.

There is increasing policy discussion within the UK about strengthening the existing
regime rather than relying solely on prohibitive age-based restrictions.

Current and emerging proposals include:

« stronger age-assurance and age-appropriate design requirements;

» tighterregulation of algorithmic recommender systems;

« restrictions on addictive platform features;

« enhanced powers for Ofcom;

« stronger sanctions and enforcement mechanisms for non-compliance;

« improved protections relating to Al-generated harms and chatbot systems.

We agree that there should be stronger enforceable duties requiring technology
companies to proactively identify and mitigate risks to children before products are
launched, rather than responding only after harms occur (5Rights Foundation —
Digital Childhood Report 2023).

There have also been growing calls to regulate platform functionality itself,
including autoplay systems, infinite scrolling, behavioural nudges and
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engagement-maximising recommendation systems that may contribute to
compulsive use and exposure to harmful material.

Children’s rights organisations, safeguarding bodies and online safety advocates
(for example, Office of the High Commissioner on Human Rights, Children’s
Commissioner for Wales, 5Rights Foundation, Eurochild, Molly Rose Foundation,
Digital Futures for Children, NSPCC etc) like us are calling for:

« mandatory children’s rights and-safety impact assessments for pre-existing
and any new platform features;

« stronger duties requiring platforms to demonstrate products are safe before
deployment;

« greater transparency around algorithms and recommender systems;

o improved independent access to platform data for researchers and
regulators;

» faster enforcement action by Ofcom;

» stronger protections against self-harm, suicide and eating disorder content;

o clearer accountability for executives and senior management where
systemic failures occur

« stronger protections against grooming, livestreamed abuse, encrypted
abuse networks and recommendation systems that expose children to

harmful content.
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10 CONCLUSION

The debate surrounding social media use by children should never have been
reduced to a binary choice between unrestricted access and a blanket ban. While
concerns about online harms are legitimate and require decisive action, the
evidence suggests that a social media ban alone is unlikely to provide a complete
solution. Age-based restrictions may be technically imperfect and capable of being
circumvented, while also creating potential risks relating to safeguarding, privacy,
exclusion, surveillance and reducing access to beneficial forms of participation,
support and connection.

A children's rights approach recognises that children have the right both to
protection from harm and to participation in digital life. Consistent with Wales'
obligations under the Rights of Children and Young Persons (Wales) Measure 2011
and the UNCRC, implementation of the ban should place children's best interests
at its centre, respect children's evolving capacities, ensure meaningful
participation in decision-making, and avoid disproportionate restrictions that may
undermine children's rights and opportunities. At the same time, greater emphasis
must be placed on addressing the structural and commercial drivers of online
harm, including platform design, recommender systems, behavioural profiling and
engagement-based business models, rather than placing responsibility primarily
on children and their families.

The announcement of the ban also raises broader questions about how society
understands childhood, vulnerability, autonomy and responsibility. If
developmental evidence is considered sufficient to justify restrictions on children's
participation in digital environments, it is legitimate to ask whether that same
evidence should be applied more consistently across other areas of law and policy
affecting children. Debates about online safety should therefore form part of a
wider national conversation about childhood, developmental maturity,
participation, protection and responsibility.

Ultimately, responsibility for children's online safety should not rest solely with
children and their families. It should be shared across governments, regulators,




technology companies, educational institutions and safeguarding services. The
focus now should be on stronger platform accountability, effective enforcement of
existing protections, privacy-preserving safeguards, meaningful participation by

children and young people, and continued investment in education, support and
digital literacy.

Children deserve digital environments that are safe, inclusive, participatory and
rights-respecting by design. Achieving that objective will require more than
restricting access; it will require a sustained commitment to creating online
systems that respect, protect and fulfil children's rights.
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